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THE STAND-POINT OF AN ETHICAL SOCIETY. 

The Union of Societies for Ethical Culture, organized in 
1887 by the Ethical Societies of New York, Chicago, Phila- 
delphia, and St. Louis, held a Convention in Chicago, last 
September, at which there were some interesting papers and 
discussions. In the preceding number of this Journal we 
printed one of the papers read before the Convention, " Moral 
Science and the Moral Life," by Mr. J. S. Mackenzie, and in 
this number we print Mr. Frederic Harrison's paper on " The 
Relation of Ethical Culture to Religion and Philosophy." 
These papers raise a question as to the stand-point of an Ethi- 
cal Society. No one is better qualified to speak on this 
subject than Professor Felix Adler, who organized in 1876, 
in New York City, the first Society for Ethical Culture, and 
whose paper in this number is therefore of special interest. 

A propos of these papers, it may be well to state the aim 
of the Ethical Societies as expressed in the Constitution of 
" The American Ethical Union" (the new name adopted at 
the Chicago Convention). It is as follows : 

" The general aim of the Ethical Movement, as represented by this Union, is 
to elevate the moral life of its members and of the community, and it cordially 
welcomes to its fellowship all persons who sympathize with this aim, whatever 
may be their theological or philosophical opinions." 

In further elucidation of the stand-point and purpose of an 
Ethical Society, we give some extracts from a recent address 
by William M. Salter, in welcoming new members to the Phila- 
delphia Society. We quote from the printed address : 

" We are not a body ruled by a creed or a dogma, but we are animated by a 
certain spirit. We are not sure about many things and we may differ about 
many things ; but there is one thing we are sure about, and that is, that whether 
there be a God or Heaven or no, there is a right and a wrong, and that good is 
better than evil and virtue better than vice. We cleave to this truth ; it is the 
rock on which we stand. With it we feel that we have something firm under our 
feet, whatever else changes. We do not, indeed, ask a profession of this from 
those who join us, and we will welcome any one who wishes to have the belief 
and is not in actual possession of it ; none the less is this the fundamental thing 
we stand for as a Society — it makes the atmosphere, subtler than any definition, 
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in which we live. We are not sceptics, we know something; we are not astray 
in the world, we are in some deep sense at home ; we are not on by-paths, we 
are on the highway of humanity and in league with what is good and holy and 
strong in the past, and with what will be the same in the future. . . ." 

" But it is not with knowledge that we stop in our Society — indeed, our 
knowledge is only of how we ought to live, of what we ought to do and strive 
for, and so this knowledge is nothing and is of no avail unless it is turned into 
aspiration and into life. We want to live worthily of our knowledge, to have it 
transform us and make us better men and women. An Ethical Society and an 
aimless life are not compatible. A member may, of course, lead an aimless life, 
but he is so far untrue to his membership. In the Society we wish to hold our 
members to better things ; to win them in this direction by argument, by appeal, 
by mild persuasion. We would have them feel that membership is a reason for 
striving for better things — as a man's recollection of his mother may silently 
draw him to gentleness and purity and truth." 

" For our fellowship is not a fellowship in which good things and bad things 
mingle on an equality ; as in the private soul the effort must ever be to enthrone 
the good and to master the evil, to rise to the nobler heights of our being and 
forget the common, the base, and the mean, so in the Society ill-will and hatred 
should vanish before love, and harshness and evil-speaking should be put away, 
and injustice and pride and selfishness should be ashamed to defend them- 
selves. ..." 

" I have said that we have found truth and are trying, or should be trying, to 
live it. But it must equally be said that we should be ready for new truth. . . . 
We should see all, discover all, and fear nothing. We should learn what we 
can to-day, and to-morrow should learn what we can to-morrow. We should 
open our minds, be receptive, and live a free progressive life of the intellect 
as to all unsolved problems. As Tennyson says : 

' Meet is it changes should control 
Our being, lest we rust in ease. 
We all are changed by*still degrees, 
All but the basis of the soul.* 

" The basis of the soul with its unconquerable, unforgettable sense of the 
primal laws of right is ever the same ; but the area of being and the area of duty 
are ever widening before its eyes. Let us be ready for new duty as for new 
truth ; let us nurse our hearts so that we may be prepared to meet it. Let us 
resolve that nothing, not our interests or our prejudices or our possessions or our 
dearest friends, shall keep us from heeding that clear call whenever it shall come 
to us. So may an Ethical Society be an enlarging, an ennobling, and a hallow- 
ing influence in our lives." 

Mr. Salter has devoted twelve years to the Ethical Move- 
ment, and hence his conception of what membership in an 
Ethical Society means is of interest. 

S. Burns Weston. 



